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“A Quixote in Imagination Might Here Find ... an Ideal
Baronage”: Landscapes of Power, Enslavement, Resistance,
and Freedom at Sherwood Forest Plantation
Lauren K. McMillan
In the winter of 1862, two armed forces descended upon Fredericksburg: one blue, one gray. After
suffering heavy losses during the Battle of Fredericksburg, the Union Army retreated to the northern banks of
the Rappahannock River, making camp in Stafford County. From December 1862 until June 1863, the Union
Army overran local plantations and small farm holdings throughout the area, including Sherwood Forest, the
home of the Fitzhugh family. Sherwood Forest was used as field hospital, a signal station, a balloon-launch
reconnaissance station, and a general encampment during the winter and spring of 1862/1863. Throughout
the roughly six-month occupation of Sherwood Forest, many Union soldiers wrote of their time on the property, describing the house, outbuildings, and landscape of the plantation. A lawsuit regarding the Union
Army occupation of the property filed against the federal government in the Southern Claims Commission by
the antebellum owner, Henry Fitzhugh, also provides unprecedented documentation of life on the plantation
before, during, and after the Civil War. These letters and official correspondences, in combination with
archaeological evidence, extant landscape features, and oral history are examined in a discussion of the ways
the landscape was used by the property owners to convey power and control during the antebellum period,
with a brief consideration of the postbellum and Jim Crow eras. These same resources also provide evidence of
active resistance to, and undermining of, these structures of power by those who were held in bondage on the
property.
À l’hiver 1862, deux forces armées sont descendues sur Fredericksburg: une bleue, une grise. Après
avoir subi de lourdes pertes pendant la bataille de Fredericksburg, l’armée de l’Union s’est retirée sur les rives
nord de la rivière Rappahannock, établissant un camp dans le comté de Stafford. De décembre 1862 à juin
1863, l’armée de l’Union envahit les plantations locales et les petites exploitations agricoles dans toute la
région, y compris Sherwood Forest, la maison de la famille Fitzhugh. Sherwood Forest a été utilisé comme
hôpital de campagne, une station de signalisation, une station de reconnaissance de lancement de ballons et
un campement général pendant l’hiver et le printemps de 1862/1863. Tout au long de l’occupation d’environ
six mois de Sherwood Forest, de nombreux soldats de l’Union ont écrit sur leur passage sur la propriété,
décrivant la maison, les dépendances et le paysage de la plantation. Un procès concernant l’occupation de la
propriété par l’armée de l’Union déposée contre le gouvernement fédéral à la Southern Claims Commission
par le propriétaire d’avant-guerre, Henry Fitzhugh, fournit également une documentation sans précédent sur
la vie dans la plantation avant, pendant et après la guerre civile. Ces lettres et correspondances officielles, en
combinaison avec des preuves archéologiques, des caractéristiques paysagères existantes et l’histoire orale
sont examinées pour une discussion sur la façon dont le paysage a été utilisé par les propriétaires pour transmettre le pouvoir et le contrôle pendant la période d’avant-guerre, avec un bref examen de l’après-guerre et
les époques Jim Crow. Ces mêmes ressources fournissent également la preuve de la résistance active et de l’affaiblissement de ces structures de pouvoir par ceux qui étaient tenus en esclavage sur la propriété.

Introduction
The property on which Sherwood Forest
would eventually be planted was a part of a
1,600 ac. land grant first patented by Joseph
Ball in 1667 and passed down within his
family for several generations. In the middle of
the 18th century, Mary Ball Washington, the
mother of George Washington, inherited 400

ac. of the original land grant. The Ball and
Washington families never lived on this property. Instead, in the 18th and early 19th centuries, it was used as a quartering farm (Eby
1997: 262–263; Washington 1771–1775). By the
time Jane and Henry Fitzhugh, Ball family
descendants and one of the most prominent
farming families in the area, inherited the
property, 800 ac. of the original patent had
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been reconsolidated (U.S. Bureau of the
Census 1860c). It was under the Fitzhugh ownership that the still-standing brick “big house,”
brick kitchen/laundry quarter, frame duplex
quarter, and frame smokehouse were built
(Hennessy 2013; Pogue 2015).
Traditionally, Sherwood Forest has been
dated to 1810 (Eby 1997: 262; Goolrick 1933:
23); however, historical and architectural evidence indicates that Jane and Henry Fitzhugh
began construction of their large brick mansion around 1840. The 1840 census records that
Henry, Jane, Henry, Jr., and 29 enslaved
people lived on the property (U.S. Bureau of
the Census 1840). Land-tax records show that
the value of the property increased in 1843 due
to the construction of new buildings (Stafford
County Land Tax Records 1843: 8). A dendrochronology sample taken from the duplex
quarter shows the timbers were felled in the
winter of 1845/1846 (Miles and Worthington
2009).
After the Civil War, Henry Fitzhugh could
not sustain the large plantation and in 1881, to
cover his wartime debts, sold the property to
William and Bernice Hart. In 1928, John Lee
Pratt purchased the property from the Hart
children. Pratt, a native of King George
County, made his fortune as an engineer for
DuPont and then as a vice-president of
General Motors, and in the middle of the 20th
century was one of the wealthiest men in
Fredericksburg. The Greenlaw family bought
Sherwood Forest in 1961 and lived in the big
house and farmed the land until 1991. The
property has been vacant since the 1990s (Eby
1997: 262–263; Greenlaw 2015; Stanton 2007).
From May 2015 to July 2017, the Department
of Historic Preservation at the University of
Mary Washington undertook an archaeological project focused on Sherwood Forest; most
of the fieldwork was conducted during the
summer months, with a few reconnaissance
surveys during the winter, when vegetation
was not as dense (McMillan 2015, 2017). There
are buildings on the property that date to the
antebellum and postbellum periods, related
not only to the owners of Sherwood Forest,
but also the enslaved and, later, tenant
laborers. There is an agricultural complex
from the early and mid-20th century related to
a large dairying operation, and there are late
20th-century agricultural structures, repre-
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senting the shift from dairying to large-scale
industrial farming in Stafford County. The
diversity of occupation types that occurred on
the property led to a variety of research questions and goals.
The main focus of this project is to investigate the area in the historical curtilage around
the standing ca. 1845 wooden duplex slave
quarter and the brick kitchen/laundry
building, which also likely served as a slave
quarter. The study is centered on exploring the
lives of the enslaved and emancipated African
Americans who lived and worked on the
property, with particular focus on domestic
workers who would have occupied the structures closest to the big house. One of the main
research questions has been to understand the
development of a racialized society in
Fredericksburg and southern Stafford County
in order to answer the following questions:
How were African Americans, both enslaved
and later tenants, continually racialized
through purposeful manipulation of the landscape by the white landowners in the 19th and
early 20th centuries? How did the landowners
create and maintain a perceived social order
through the built environment? How did the
African American occupants of the property,
both enslaved and tenants, live within, and
actively resist, these racialized structures created by the plantation owners?
Other project goals include examining the
Union occupation of Sherwood Forest during
the Civil War, determining landscape changes
that occurred throughout the property’s 170year history, and tracing the way agriculture, a
major economic emphasis in southern Stafford
County, changed during the antebellum and
postbellum periods and into the early and late
20th century. In this article, I focus on the antebellum landscapes of Sherwood Forest in
order to understand how both black and white
residents used their natural and built environments to make statements about and reinforce
their own and others perceived place in
society. I also briefly consider landscape
changes that occurred at Sherwood Forest in
the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
The project focus has been on the historical
curtilage of the plantation, situated on one of
the highest points in the general vicinity (figs.
1 and 2). The 50 ac. hilltop on which the big
house, kitchen, and duplex quarter are located

Figure 1. Fredericksburg topographic quadrangle with inset illustrating the location of Sherwood Forest outside
of the City of Fredericksburg. (Inset map: Virginia GIS Clearinghouse; base map: United States Geological
Survey; map by Delaney Resweber, 2019.)

is 120 ft. above sea level and quite impressive
when approached from the surrounding flat
farmland. The placement of the large brick
house was clearly intentional, as it allows for
an unimpeded view of the Rappahannock
River and King’s Highway, the two main thoroughfares in and out of Fredericksburg in the
19th century. By the time the Union Army
took over the plantation in December 1862, it
was home to dozens of people, including Jane
and Henry Fitzhugh, their 11 children, the
children’s tutor, 50 enslaved men, women, and
children, and an unknown number of white
overseers (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1860a:
99–100, 1860b: 47–48; Cox 1887).

Landscapes of Power
The approach to the big house has not
changed much in 170 years. The farm road

that leads from Kings Highway to the curtilage hill lines up with the west facade of the
house (fig. 3). One Union cavalry aide
described the approach in 1863: “For something more than a mile and even and level as a
floor, this road passes in a direct line through
the estate, bordered on both sides by an evergreen hedge, of beautiful growth, thus giving
to the entire landscape a most charming
appearance” (Columbia Spy 1863: 1).
As one gets closer to the hill, several large
trees become visible; the most apparent at
present are 20th-century sycamores that frame
the mansion. There are also a few trees that
were likely planted during the antebellum
occupation of Sherwood Forest, specifically,
four holly trees that line the western edge of
the hilltop. Local landscape historians consider
these “champion” holly trees and hypothesize
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Figure 3. Aerial photograph of the Sherwood Forest tract illustrating the location of the big house, entrance
road, King’s Highway, and the Rappahannock River. (Base map: Google Earth [2017]; map by Delaney
Resweber, 2019.)

Figure 2. Map of the curtilage and location of STP survey, using grid north. (Map by John Strangfeld, 2018.)

that they date to the Fitzhugh period (Lucy
Lawliss and Beate Jensen 2015, pers. comm.).
Two of the hollies stand on the flat part of
the hill in front of the big house, placed symmetrically on either side of the front facade.
The other two holly trees are slightly farther
west of the big house on the slope of the hill.
The lower trees are both approximately 140 ft.

away from the two center trees and create a
forced perspective of the house from the
bottom of the hill and the farm road (fig. 4).
This forced perspective produced by the purposefully placed holly trees calls attention to
the great brick house and those who resided
within (Johnson 2007; Leone 1984, 1987; Leone
et al. 2005).

Surgeon John W. Rawlings of the 88th
Pennsylvania Infantry was duly impressed
with both the natural and manmade landscape, noting: “The house (a handsome brick
structure) stands upon a level plateau upon
the top of a high hill, and fronting towards the
river. The house is surrounded with long rows
of large and delightful shade trees” (Rawlings
1863: 1). Archaeological testing in this area,
discussed below, produced no artifactual evidence or intact subsurface architectural
remains, indicating that the western edge of
the hill in front of the big house has always
been used as a formal space.
The path up the hill was shifted to the
southeast at some point, likely in the 20th century when the automobile became the dominant mode of transportation (fig. 5). The original more sharply angled path is still visible in
the tree line cut into the side of the hill. The
carriage road followed the line of holly trees
up the hill to the western side of the big house.
Today, and at least since the mid-20th century

(Greenlaw 2015), the driveway curves widely
around to the eastern side of the house.
The four still-standing antebellum buildings were purposefully placed on the landscape, creating multiple overlapping, yet distinct, landscape spheres. In March 1863, R. G.
Rogers of the 93rd Pennsylvania Infantry
described one of the Fitzhugh daughters, on
whom he was spying from inside the big
house, walking in the yard. Rogers (1863: 2)
wrote that when she noticed him watching
her, “away she went, as fleet as a deer, until
she had reached a step that leads the way over
the fence enclosing the lawn,” at which point
the young Fitzhugh girl tripped and fell,
which the soldiers found amusing. This scene
indicates that there was a fence separating the
house from the rest of the curtilage (Rogers
1863). On 21 May 1863, a member of the First
New York Light Artillery wrote that Sherwood
Forest was “located on a high rise of ground,”
and that “an oval fence surrounds the eminence just where it begins” (Daily Union and
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Figure 5. Aerial of the curtilage illustrating the location of the original carriage road and the 20th century path.
(Base map: photo Stafford County GIS [2006]; map by Delaney Resweber, 2019.)

Figure 4. Location of four large holly trees as represented by dots. (Base map: Stafford County GIS [2014]; map
by Delaney Resweber, 2019.)

Advertiser 1863: 1) (fig. 6). Two other soldiers
noted the presence of a fence in the curtilage,
one anonymous infantryman from
Massachusetts (Newell 1875: 196) and Henry J.
Gifford of the 33rd New York Volunteers
(Gifford 1892).
The anonymous artillery soldier from New
York also noted that “a number of white frame
huts and a small brick building” were located
on one side of the mansion, and the other side
was “adorned with trees and are exceedingly
beautiful” (Daily Union and Advertiser 1863: 1).
Symmetry and order were achieved through
the placement of dependencies to the north
and tamed wilderness to the south, asserting
Fitzhugh’s (self-assumed) mastery over both

the human and natural worlds (Camp 2004: 5;
Epperson 1999; Vlach 1993: 2–6). The brick and
white frame buildings described almost certainly referred to the extant brick kitchen/
laundry quarter, frame duplex, and frame
smokehouse to the north of the big house.
The discussion of trees appears to refer to a
now disappeared orchard to the south of the
Fitzhugh house and not the holly trees to the
west along the ridge facing the river and
King’s Highway. A soldier in the 10th
Regiment Massachusetts Volunteers also
described these trees in April 1863, noting that
“two fine orchards of fruit trees from a celebrated Boston nursey adorn the plantation”
(Newell 1875: 196–197). In May 1863, a soldier

from Michigan also noted the presence of an
orchard and a “magnificent garden,” although
it is unclear whether the garden and orchard
were one in the same or two different landscape features (Curtis 1891: 137). This orchard
was intended to be used and enjoyed by the
Fitzhugh family, but would have been cultivated and cared for by the enslaved laborers
on the plantation, creating a liminal, majoritywhite space that would not exist without the
forced labor of the black population.
The big house clearly serves as the focal
point around which everything else on the
plantation revolved; however, as indicated by
the presence of a fence, it was separated from
the rest of the world (Adams 1990; Johnson
2007; Leone 1973). Likely only certain people,
white or black, would have been allowed to
pass through that boundary (Ginsburg 2010;
Upton 1985). The area between the kitchen and
Fitzhugh house formed another distinct

sphere that only those who worked with the
cook could traverse when bringing food and
dishes to and from the Fitzhughs’ dining
room. This would have been a majority-black
space intended to serve and bring comfort to
the white plantation owners in the big house.
The kitchen’s eastern wall lines up directly
with the main house’s eastern facade, and
these two lines align with the duplex quarter’s
western facade at the north end of the curtilage (fig. 7). The long axis of the kitchen (running east–west) provides yet another
boundary, creating a distinctly black space in
the north separated from the majority-white
space surrounding the mansion and the liminal space between the kitchen and house.
Behind the kitchen, enslaved laborers operated
a work yard and an outdoor cooking area,
with this space forming a domestic sphere for
the African American households residing in
the kitchen quarter and the duplex. Archaeological
evidence, discussed below, indicates the pres-
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Figure 6. Aerial of the curtilage illustrating possible landscape feature locations based on primary source documents. (Base map: Stafford County GIS [2014]; map by Delaney Resweber, 2019.)

ence of at least two utilitarian kitchen gardens
in this northern space. Archaeological testing
in the area between the kitchen and the big
house only revealed 20th-century alterations
to the yard (mainly, the addition of a gravel
driveway); no evidence of 19th-century use
was identified.
This layout creates the feeling of a five-part
Palladian plan within the curtilage, with the
big house as the central node. The two liminal
spaces on either side (one white/black to the
south between the mansion and orchard, one
black/white to the north between the mansion
and the quarters) form the hyphens. The quarters to the north and the orchard to the south
comprise the outside wings. It was a very
clear, purposefully built landscape of power
and control high on the hill overlooking the
county and nearby City of Fredericksburg.
While the duplex was partially obscured
when the viewer was standing on the southern

side of the brick kitchen, its dual entrances
could be seen from the back stairs of the
Fitzhugh home. In that regard, the building’s
only doors existed on the more public side,
meaning that the comings and goings of the
duplex’s occupants could be monitored, or
could be perceived as monitored, from the
white space of the mansion.
In this way, the big house acted as a panopticon for both the western and eastern facades.
High on the hill, Henry Fitzhugh viewed himself as the master of his domain. He could
monitor all of his surroundings: how many
ships were on the river, who was coming up
the road, how many enslaved laborers were in
the fields, and when and how often his
domestic slaves entered or left their home in
the duplex to the north (Epperson 1999; Leone
1984; Leone et al. 2005; Vlach 1993). The plantation’s strategic location was not lost on the
occupying Union Army. John W. Rawlings, a

Figure 7. Map of archaeological features in the “Duplex Area” and in the “East Field.” (Map by John Strangfeld,
2018; edited by Delaney Resweber 2019.)

surgeon with the 88th Pennsylvania Infantry,
wrote of Sherwood Forest:
[O]ur position at the house of Mr. Fitzhugh ...
afforded us a magnificent view of the embattled hosts on the plain and hills beyond. The
house stands upon the top of a high hill, and
fronting towards the river. ... From the high
ground on which we stood we could see the
long lines of skirmishers of both belligerents,
and the bright bayonets of our long line of
battle gleamed in the glorious sunshine.
(Rawlings 1863: 1)

Another soldier eloquently noted: “This
large estate forcibly reminded us of the feudal
times, and a Quixote in imagination might
here find reality enough to form the basis for
an ideal baronage, with its tenure of lands and
hosts of retainers” (Rogers 1863: 2), illustrating
that even an outsider from the urban North
understood some of the messages Fitzhugh
was conveying through the plantation landscape.
People have always taken advantage of
natural topography for their own purposes:

120 McMillan/Landscapes at Sherwood Forest Plantation

for subsistence and shelter, as sacred places, or
to create and convey cultural statements
(Deetz 1990). Many plantation owners in
Virginia (and elsewhere) used places of high
elevation—hilltops and cliffs overlooking
rivers—to assert dominance over an area: to
see and to be seen (Camp 2004: 4–5). In the
18th century this use and cultural modification
of naturally high areas was particularly prominent on plantations, such as Monticello, Poplar
Forest, Montpelier, Mount Vernon, Stratford
Hall, and the Enchanted Castle (Heath and
Gary 2012; Hynson et al. 2012; Kelso 1990;
Manca 2012; Nichols and Griswold 1978;
Sanford 1990; Trusell 2012). Plantation owners
continued to take advantage of natural topography and elevated landscapes into the 19th
century.
A similar layout can been seen at
Greenfield plantation in Botetourt County,
Virginia. The curtilage at Greenfield was built
in the 1840s, at the same time as the curtilage
at Sherwood Forest, and was placed on the
landscape in a manner nearly identical to that
of the Fitzhugh property. The Preston-Radford
family situated their big house, kitchen, and
building to house enslaved domestic labor
high on a hill in the middle of their nearly
1,300 ac. plantation, overlooking the surrounding pasture fields and a tributary of
Tinker Creek. The big house and two-room
quarter were separated by the kitchen quarter.
There is no evidence that a fence existed at
Greenfield during the antebellum period, but
archaeological and photographic evidence
indicates that there was a fence between the
former quarter and the rest of the curtilage
during the postbellum and Jim Crow eras
(Hatch et al. 2016). As D. Brad Hatch and his
coauthors note of the landscape at Greenfield:
Symbolically, the fence would have also acted
as a barrier that separated the black space of
the slave dwelling from the white space of the
main house and its associated landscape. ... The
fences, and the way that they influenced and
bounded the use of space around the tenant
buildings, would have been one of the ways
that African American tenant laborers at
Greenfield continued to be racialized after
Emancipation. (Hatch et al. 2016: 139)

Similarly, as Henry Fitzhugh used the hill
and large trees to bring attention to himself,
his house, and his position in society, at
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Greenfield William Radford used terraced gardens to draw visitors’ eyes from the bottom of
the hill to the plantation house at the top of the
hill. During Reconstruction and into the 20th
century, the Fitzhugh, Hart, Pratt, and
Radford families’ continued use of the landscapes in a manner similar to that of the antebellum period served to reinforce racial and
social boundaries on both Sherwood Forest
and Greenfield plantations.

Landscapes of Enslavement, Resistance,
and Freedom
Very little of the African American experience appears in the historical record at
Sherwood Forest, with one very startling
exception (Hennessy 2010). During the Civil
War, Sherwood Forest, like most places occupied by troops from either side, was ravaged:
livestock was killed, trees were felled, and
agricultural fields were destroyed. Henry
Fitzhugh applied to the Southern Claims
Commission for $75,965.50 in damages after
the conclusion of the Civil War on the basis
that he was always loyal to the United States
government (Southern Claims Commission
1887). The government’s attorney argued
against Fitzhugh’s claims on a number of
fronts, including that he had tried to gain
employment with the Confederate Army
during the war, his two eldest sons joined the
Confederate Army, and on the basis of powerful testimony from a man named Randall
Ward, Henry Fitzhugh’s former enslaved carriage driver (Ward [1887]).
Ward ([1887]) testified to Fitzhugh’s terrible treatment of the enslaved people who
lived at Sherwood Forest. Ward stated that
Fitzhugh “whipped me because he said I had
said I would rather kill a Southern man than
kill a Yankee. Then he took and handcuffed
me, and sent me to Fredericksburg and put me
in jail. He whipped me with a cat-o’nine-tails
and I have got the scars on me now.” During
Fitzhugh’s loyalty trial, his son, Samuel, testified on his father’s behalf. When asked
whether Henry had ever beaten Ward, Samuel
stated that he had witnessed his father whip
Ward a few times “for not cleaning the horses
off right” (Fitzhugh 1887).
Ward also told a horrific story, providing a
brief glimpse into the lives of the people who
lived and worked behind the big house:

He had an old Baptist colored woman there
and he stripped her stark naked and tied her to
a peach tree right in the front yard, at 12 o’clock
in the day, and got a board and made holes in
it and slapped her with that I reckon about fifty
lashes, and then he got some pepper and salt
and water, and made another woman wash it
over the woman he had whipped, and then he
whipped it into her, and then made her after
that stand up there and dance a jig for him, and
made her curse and swear for him. He did that
because this old woman had a daughter there
and Mr. Fitzhugh wanted to have an intimacy
with her, and the girl didn’t want him to, and
he thought it was the old woman who kept him
away. (Ward [1887])

Fitzhugh’s desire to take to bed a young
woman that he enslaved was not uncommon,
nor was the resistance to sexual assault and
subsequent punishment endured by the two
women (Camp 2004; Stevenson 2018). This
scene of Fitzhugh stripping, tying down, and
beating a woman that he held in bondage over
a failed sexual exploitation is viscerally reminiscent of a scene told by Solomon Northup
(2014) in his 1855 memoir, Twelve Years a Slave.
Northup (2014: 136) recounts that Patsey, a
young enslaved woman, was similarly
stripped, tied down, and “literally flayed” due
to her enslaver/assaulter’s sexual jealousy.
These events described by Ward: Fitzhugh
beating him and an older woman, and trying
to force another woman into his bed, are
explicit and vivid examples of the ways those
who were enslaved at Sherwood Forest undermined and resisted their bondage, and exerted
their autonomy and personhood. Ward testified that he was beaten and jailed for speaking
against the Confederacy and in favor of the
Union, a statement about him deserving
freedom as a human being. Samuel Fitzhugh
denied Ward’s testimony, but admitted that his
father whipped Ward for not cleaning up
properly—a well-known form of nonviolent
passive resistance to create work slowdowns
(Smith 2007: 553). When Fitzhugh tried to
force a young woman to his bed, she resisted,
apparently with the help of an older woman—
a form of active resistance that they both knew
would likely result in physical punishment
(Camp 2004: 3–4).
The public aspect of these resistance
actions is also important; these three specific
individuals (Ward, the Baptist woman, and the

young woman) all publicly defied Fitzhugh in
his “white dominated” space within the curtilage. While Fitzhugh used his place on the hill
and formalized landscape to express and
convey his power; Ward and the two women
(and surely others) used this same space to
make statements about who they were and
what they thought of Fitzhugh’s self-perceived
importance. These acts of resistance were
meant to be seen by the black and white residents of the plantation; they were a call to
action that would soon be acted upon.
One of the stories that Rogers of the 93rd
Pennsylvania Infantry recounted was of the
self-emancipation of the enslaved people who
lived on the plantation, which occurred the
year before. He wrote that “the coachman
[Ward] ... was the leader of the plot, and thus
patiently biding their time, they made a simultaneous blow for freedom, and were never
more seen about the premises” (Rogers 1863:
2). Samuel Fitzhugh, who would have been 18
in 1862, and a neighbor named John Cox, both
confirm that it was Ward who led those held in
bondage by the Fitzhughs to join the Union
Army (Cox 1887; Fitzhugh 1887).
Given the greater freedom of movement
Ward enjoyed, compared to others on the plantation, and his knowledge of the roads and
area from his years of driving the Fitzhugh
family, it is no wonder that he led the plot for
independence. Cox, a farmer who lived 4 mi.
away from the Fitzhugh home, also testified to
the Southern Claims Commission on behalf of
Henry Fitzhugh. Cox stated that he knew Ward
because “I have seen him driving backwards
and forwards” before the war (Cox 1887), documenting Ward’s ability to move through
majority-white space unimpeded.
Ward had an intimate knowledge few
African Americans (free or enslaved) would
have had at that time; an understanding of the
roads and paths typically taken by the white
residents of the area. This knowledge, combined with his and others’ familiarity with the
“black landscape”—the secret paths, the back
roads, the shortcuts across fields and woods
known only to those who were enslaved
(Ginsburg 2010; Isaac 1982: 52–53; Upton
1988)—would have made him an ideal leader
of the collective self-emancipation action. An
estimated 10,000 people fled enslavement in
the area around Fredericksburg and made their
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way to the main encampments of the Union
Army on the banks of the Rappahannock
River. Most of these people then made their
way north to Washington, D.C., and other
large cities (Hennessy 2012; Mink 2015).
Randall Ward made his new home in
Alexandria, Virginia, just outside Washington,
D.C., where he worked for the Freedmen’s
Bureau (Saffos 2016).
Randall Ward is the only one of the
enslaved people who lived at Sherwood Forest
whose full name is known. The names of Jane
and Henry Fitzhugh, all eleven of their children, and the children’s tutor, Eugenie
Vernon, are known, but only the age and sex
of most of the 50 African Americans enslaved
at Sherwood Forest have been recorded (U.S.
Bureau of the Census 1860a, 1860b). Recent
research by Kara Saffos (2016) uncovered the
first names of 11 individuals held in bondage
at Sherwood Forest through examination of
birth and death records filed by Henry
Fitzhugh for tax purposes (Morales and
Valaitis 2007). Saffos (2016) found that,
between 1853 and 1865, at least six women had
given birth on the plantation, records of which
provided some names of women and children
who lived and labored on the property. Based
on age and sex, some, but not all, of these children can be matched to individuals listed in
the 1860 slave schedule (U.S. Bureau of the
Census 1860b). These documents speak to both
the high mortality rate among children, especially those held in bondage in the antebellum
South, and perhaps also to the division of families through sales to other plantations.
One named individual, Tabitha, who was
60 years old in 1859 when she died, may
appear in the 1850 slave schedule as a 50-yearold mulatto woman (U.S. Bureau of the
Census 1850; Saffos 2016). Perhaps Tabitha is
the old Baptist woman referenced by Randall
Ward in his postwar testimony against Henry
Fitzhugh. This will never be known for certain—but such information provides a humanizing element to the very dehumanizing story
and living conditions these people were forced
to endure.
So far, the primary-source research into the
lives of the enslaved people has included firsthand testimony by an individual held in
bondage, Randall Ward; birth and death
records; and the census slave schedules, which
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list these people as property with no names.
All of the records of the people held at
Sherwood Forest provide a harsh, cruel picture of the life imposed onto them by the
Fitzhughs; but, also, the ways in which they
actively and openly advocated for their own
personhood and humanity. However, can
other forms of research help expand knowledge of those who lived “back of the big
house” (Vlach 1993)—of their everyday lives,
how they formed relationships, and the ways
they dealt with the harsh realities of life on a
material level? While not everyone who
labored and lived at Sherwood Forest can be
named, an attempt can be made to tell part of
their story through the archaeological record.

Archaeological Evidence of the
Antebellum and Civil War Landscapes
One way that the lives of the people
enslaved at Sherwood Forest can begin to be
understood is through archaeological investigations of their dwellings. For three summers,
the University of Mary Washington
Archaeological Field School conducted excavations in several places around the standing
duplex quarter and elsewhere nearby within
the curtilage. The areas investigated were
chosen in order to test for the remains of additional housing for enslaved laborers and outbuildings, and for subsurface features related
to work-yard use. These decisions were based
on analogies from other plantations, existing
landscape features, oral history, and primarysource accounts. After shovel testing the
never-plowed curtilage at 10 ft. intervals, two
main areas were more closely examined: the
“Duplex Area” to the west of the frame
quarter, and the “East Field” to the east of the
same building (fig. 7). The results of the
shovel-test survey indicated that the subsurface integrity of all time periods of occupation
(ca. 1840–1990) in these areas remains intact to
varying degrees.
Within the broader research goal of understanding the plantation landscape as whole,
the main focus of this project was to identify
the location(s) of additional enslaved housing
on the plantation. The 1860 census indicates
that there were seven quarters located at
Sherwood Forest for the 50 African Americans
enslaved by the Fitzhughs (U.S. Bureau of the

Census 1860b). The location of one is known:
the standing wooden duplex. However, the
locations of the remaining six were unknown
at the start of this project. Other outbuildings
were likely used as housing, though not
included in the list of seven recorded in the
census. Such buildings could include the carriage barn that burned in 1890 (The Free Lance
1890) and the standing brick kitchen.
Conflicting accounts provided some ideas as
to where to look for these six buildings.
In October 2015, an oral-history interview
was conducted with Mrs. Mary Louise Sisson
Greenlaw, who, along with her late husband,
Hunter Greenlaw, Sr., owned and lived at
Sherwood Forest from 1961 until 1987. During
the course of the interview, Mrs. Greenlaw
recounted her mother-in-law’s recollections as
a child. Her mother-in-law, Grace HartGreenlaw, whose father purchased Sherwood
Forest from the Fitzhughs, was born in 1878
and grew up on the property (U.S. Bureau of
the Census 1900). She told the current Mrs.
Greenlaw that there was a row of slave quarters along the northern edge of the hilltop, and
that the standing wooden duplex was just one
of many.
Additionally, one Union soldier noted in a
letter home that “a number of white frame
huts and a small brick building are in close

proximity to the old Virginia mansion; the
former, once the habitation of slaves” (Daily
Union and Advertiser 1863: 1). His observation
suggests that additional buildings stood along
the natural hilltop. Another soldier notes: “[T]
he negro quarters, a row of small, neat buildings, perfectly alike in size and style, stretches
down the slope to the left” (Columbia Spy 1863:
1), again suggesting a row of quarters on the
north side of the hilltop. However, another
soldier indicated the quarters were elsewhere:
“[T]he negro quarters, which are a considerable distance from the mansion, are entirely
deserted” (Rawlings 1863: 1).
In the area north of the standing duplex
quarter 110 shovel test pits (STPs) were excavated at 10 ft. intervals. Little direct evidence
of other buildings was found in this north
field. However, 40 STPs were excavated in the
field to the east of the duplex. In two of these,
foundation stones of Aquia Creek sandstone
were found, in situ, approximately 35 ft.
southeast of the frame quarter (figs. 7 and 8).
The presence of the foundation stones, along
with the lack of any building in this area in the
1937 aerial photograph of Sherwood Forest
(Stafford County GIS 2020) led to the excavation of two 5 × 5 ft. test units. Over the foundation stones was found about a half foot of
modern debris, under which were several

Figure 8. “East Field” excavations showing stone foundation in the foreground and 20th-century septic trench
in the background, facing east. (Photo by Lauren McMillan, 2016.)
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intact mid-19th-century layers. Within the
same level as the foundation stones, a small
nonstructural post hole was found that may be
representative of a fence built to divide this
structure from the duplex’s backyard to the
northwest.
This building with a sandstone foundation
was most likely not a domestic/residential
structure; the standing quarter was built on
sandstone piers, not on a continuous foundation as this newly identified building was.
Additionally, very little domestic material was
recovered from this building. Instead, the new
building may have been a bank barn or some
other outbuilding. Unlike other areas of the
property that have been surveyed, no Union
Army material was found within this area. If
this building had been standing during the
Union’s encampment at Sherwood Forest, it
most certainly would have been occupied and
soldiers would have left materials behind
(Reeves 2014: 151–152). All evidence suggests
that, whatever this building’s use, it dates to
the antebellum period and was gone by the
time of the Civil War.
Another possible antebellum structure was
located in this east field, as indicated by a
large, semicircular depression in the earth—
likely the location of an icehouse. A test unit
was placed in order to find the foundation of
this structure, but work was suspended after
excavating 3 ft. of 20th-century fill.
One additional clue to the location of the
remaining six quarters came from a recently
discovered 1961 insurance map (Clark 1961). A
notation on that survey stated: “This is the
only original slave quarter now standing—
there used to be a row of them” above a photograph of another small duplex located at the
back of the far southeastern field, below the
hill, approximately 2,000 ft. away. An informal
reconnaissance survey in the area where this
building is noted on the map indicated that it
is no longer standing, but a few Aquia Creek
sandstone piers are left. Yellowware, whiteware, and window glass were noted in the
fields around these piers. These are most likely
the buildings Mrs. Greenlaw meant and confused their location— not surprising, considering Mrs. Sisson Greenlaw was 96 at the time
of the interview and was recounting information about the late 19th century conveyed to
her by her mother-in-law. The conflicting
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accounts from Union soldiers can be attributed
to a lack of understanding of the ways plantations were organized; some of the soldiers
likely did not recognize the difference between
outbuildings, such as the smokehouse and icehouse, and quarters to house enslaved people.
The area that underwent the most intensive archaeological investigation was between
the duplex quarter and the brick kitchen/
laundry quarter. During the initial shovel test
survey, a large, stratified feature was encountered. Over three summers, the excavation
area was expanded until it was clear what it
represented. This feature is covered with
approximately half a foot of early 20th-century
fill from a landscape reorganization by Pratt,
when an allée of cedar trees and a line of boxwoods was placed in this area. The entire
extent of the feature has not yet been uncovered, but, based on STP results, it is approximately 35 × 25 ft. running north–south (fig. 7),
and at its deepest point, 1.5 ft. below the
ground surface. The feature is 1 ft. thick (fig.
9).
There are four master contexts/strata
within this feature, representing a fairly short
depositional history. The bottom of the large
feature slopes down from the southern edge to
a flat bottom. The initial use appears to be a
large planting bed with churned up soil from
the antebellum period. Within the bottom
layer (approximately 0.25 ft. thick), very few,
small artifacts were recovered. More telling,
however, was the presence of several small
round and amorphous holes found in overlapping rows. These small features appear to
have been made by both small support stakes
and small plantings. This bottom layer represents the initial excavation and use of the
garden, likely by the enslaved people who
lived and worked in the frame duplex and the
kitchen quarter.
In between the bottom and middle strata
was a layer of over 1,000 lb. of oyster shell (fig.
10). This deposition likely occurred when the
property was first taken over by the Northern
troops in December 1862. Oysters are not
present in the Rappahannock River near
Fredericksburg and would likely have been
brought in from the Potomac River, about 10
mi. to the east; historical roads would have
connected Sherwood Forest directly to this
area along the Potomac River known as “Belle
Plains.”

Figure 9. Planting bed feature overview, facing northwest. (Photo by Lauren McMillan, 2017.)

The middle layer (approximately 0.50 ft.
thick) in the feature appears to represent the
initial occupation and looting of the plantation
by the Union Army. One member of the Army
of the Potomac remembered entering
Fredericksburg in December 1862, stating:

“Destruction of the most wanton and inexcusable character was sometimes indulged in ...
they took especial delight in bayonetting mirrors, smashing piano keys with musket-butts,
pitching crockery out of the windows, and
destroying other such inoffensive material”

Figure 10. Planting bed feature, bisection, facing northeast. (Photo by Lauren McMillan, 2016).
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(Billings 1888: 237). Nearly complete sets of
ceramic tableware and glass drinking sets,
children’s dolls, and other domestic materials
were found in this layer, mixed in with telltale
signs of soldiers, including Minié balls, Union
Army coat buttons, pants rivets, and leather
boot soles.
This deposition appears to have been created when the army took over the big house
and outbuildings for the field hospital,
clearing out the house and disposing of items
in the convenient hole created by the planting
bed. A similar depositional layer was identified by archaeologists at the Hare House site
on the Petersburg National Battlefield. At the
Hare House, it is clear that the family’s
belongings were purposely smashed in the
cellar by the Union occupiers and mixed with
military-related objects prior to the destruction
of the house during the siege at Petersburg
(Blades and Cotter 1978).
Also contained within this middle layer
were numerous, large butchered bones of
cattle and pigs, including two pig skulls that
had been cut in half. It is unclear whether this
livestock had been taken from the Fitzhugh
plantation, brought in as “beef on the hoof” to
provide fresh meat to the soldiers, or salted
and barreled meat had been transported in as
standard rations. If provided by the army and
not raided from local fields, the beef could
have been fresh or salted; pork was almost
always barreled or salted (Hess 2017). Given
the large quantity of animal bones deposited
all at once within this initial occupation layer,
it is likely that the Union soldiers raided the
nearby fields for fresh meat; an act termed
“foraging” by the soldier (Billings 1888: 231).
The final layer of this feature appears to
represent the abandonment of the plantation
in June 1863, when Confederate forces came
across the Rappahannock River, forcing the
Union Army to flee quickly, leaving many of
their wounded behind (Hennessy 2013). This
top layer (approximately 0.25 ft. thick) contained military-related items almost exclusively, such as three complete bayonets, one
complete cavalry-officer’s sword scabbard,
Minié balls, and one unexploded Parrott rifle
shell. Uniform items were also recovered, such
as two “US” belt-buckle plates, one eagle
breastplate, and Union Army coat buttons,
including one New York “Excelsior” button
and one U.S. Navy button.
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It is not surprising to find such a feature,
given the appearance of gardens on other
quarter sites in the region (Heath and Bennett
2000). This feature clearly represents the
remains of a large utilitarian planting bed and
not a formal pleasure garden, similar to
planting beds found at several sites at Colonial
Williamsburg, particularly the Peyton
Randolph House (Brown and Samford 1990;
Edwards et al. 1996). This feature is likely not
the “magnificent garden” discussed by Orson
Curtis (1891) from Michigan, as he was clearly
describing a formal garden near the big house.
This feature was most certainly used to grow
food, and not for pleasure, given its location
within the clearly defined black space on the
plantation between the kitchen and the duplex
quarter. What was grown in this planting bed
cannot be determined, but it was likely various
kinds of vegetables. Given the small, overlapping rows of round holes that may be representative of stake holes for trellises, perhaps,
sometimes, beans or squash were grown there.
But, at other times, plants with wider root systems were also grown, given the number of
larger amorphous planting features.
Given its close proximity to both the
duplex quarter and the brick kitchen, the food
grown here was likely for use by both the
enslaved residents who lived in this area and
also to serve the Fitzhughs in the big house.
No evidence of a garden was identified behind
the duplex on the eastern side; however, only
four units were excavated in this area, and
these were focused on exposing the 19th-century sandstone foundation (discussed above)
and the 20th-century septic line (discussed
below). The one fencepost found behind the
duplex, near the foundation on the east side,
suggests that space in the backyard was
divided and this area was used as additional
workspace, perhaps to house small livestock
or even a small garden.
Another planting area was found 15 ft.
north of the brick kitchen/laundry quarter,
represented by a number of planting holes
(fig. 7). An oval feature with a depth of
approximately 1 ft. below subsoil was also
uncovered. The base of this feature contained
burned clay and may have been used for outdoor cooking. The only artifacts recovered in
the planting holes and the oval feature were
small sherds of whiteware, so it is unclear

whether this garden is from the pre- or postemancipation period, but was most certainly
used by the African American cooks who
resided in the nearby brick structure.

Postbellum and Jim Crow Era
Landscapes
While study and investigation of the antebellum and Civil War periods at Sherwood
Forest continues, future research will also
center on the postbellum and Jim Crow eras of
the property in order to answer additional
questions, such as: Can researchers begin to
understand differences and similarities
between the African American experience at
Sherwood Forest before and after the Civil
War? Was the Jim Crow era at Sherwood
Forest much different than the antebellum?
How did black and white residents use the
landscape during this period? Modifications to
the landscape at Sherwood Forest continued
after the Civil War and into the mid-20th century with each subsequent owner. While the
details of these changes are beyond the scope
of this article, a few brief points can be made.
The 1870 census records give some clues
about the names of people who were
employed by the Fitzhughs after the Civil War,
many of whom were likely formerly enslaved.
The postbellum employees were most likely
not formerly enslaved at Sherwood Forest, as
the majority of those residents moved north.
Among the people who appear in the 1870
census are 13-year-old Martha Johnson, a
mulatto servant who lived in the Fitzhugh
house, and Mary Martin, the Fitzhugh’s
40-year-old African American cook, who lived
in the detached brick kitchen along with her
children John, who was a farm laborer, and
Silvy, Edward, and Ida, all of whom were too
young to work (U.S. Bureau of the Census
1870). Saffos (2016) found that the Johnson
family remained at Sherwood Forest into the
1880s, at which point they purchased a house
on George Street in downtown Fredericksburg,
in an historically African American neighborhood.
At some point, likely right after the Civil
War, the standing duplex quarter was converted to a single-family home, the center wall
was knocked down, and the southern set of
stairs was removed. The frame duplex was

renovated and updated to include electricity
and running water in the early 20th century,
and a kitchen and bathroom addition was
built onto the rear of the building. Oral and
documentary evidence indicates that these
later modifications were completed before the
Greenlaws purchased Sherwood Forest in 1961
(Clark 1961; Greenlaw 2015). Archaeological
evidence suggests that these modifications
occurred in the late 1920s or early 1930s, corresponding with the change in property ownership from the Harts to Pratt.
John and Carrie Taylor and their daughter
Jean lived in the duplex in the late 1930s and
early 1940s. The Taylor family is recorded in
the 1940 census as “neg,” and John’s occupation is listed as “house boy,” despite the fact
that he was 25 and married with an infant
daughter (Saffos 2017; U.S. Bureau of the
Census 1940). Behind the duplex, part of the
original septic line placed in the late 1920s was
uncovered and excavated. During the Taylor
occupation it had been filled in with glass bottles and other domestic materials from the
1940s (figs. 7 and 8).
The Taylor family lived and worked at
Sherwood Forest while it was owned by John
Lee Pratt, who had acquired the property in
1928. During that time, Pratt lived at another
nearby historic property, Chatham Manor, and
let his nephew T. Benton Gayle live at
Sherwood Forest. It was under Gayle’s management that the agricultural focus of the
property shifted from traditional farming to a
new dairying operation, complete with a
brand-new kit barn that epitomized the
modern scientific farming of the 20th century
(McMurry 2013). Pratt raised his prized
“Sherwood Forest Guernseys” on the property
(Goolrick 1933: 22). At around the same time
as the agricultural shift was occurring, the
labor force was also changing.
By 1940, all of the farm laborers on the
property were white, and the members of the
Taylor family were the only African Americans
living on the farm. They were the last African
Americans to reside at Sherwood Forest.
Saffos (2017: 8) argues this shift in labor (at
least of those who lived on the property) from
majority black in the 19th century to exclusively white in the early to mid-20th century
seems to suggest that, as agriculture advanced
and was touted as more of a science, African-
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American workers were not seen as capable or
advanced enough to participate in this form of
work. Instead, they were limited to positions of
servitude and were not given the opportunity
to advance in any sort of profitable career.
Although slavery was no longer legal, minority
individuals were still stuck in a very real sense,
because they were allowed no room for
advancement and their main function in society
was still to serve a class of people who considered themselves to be above them (Saffos 2017:
8).

Gayle was not only maintaining racial and
social boundaries on the property at that time,
but also was using his place on the hilltop to
reinforce those boundaries elsewhere. Gayle
was the superintendent of schools for Stafford
and King George counties from 1925 to 1965
and was adamantly opposed to desegregation
of the schools. Gayle used the former kitchen
quarter at Sherwood Forest as his office to
oversee both the schools and the flourishing
dairy farm on the property (Caplan 1951;
Gayle 1986). Black students and their families
would travel up the hill at Sherwood Forest to
the brick kitchen—which once housed
enslaved domestic servants, where the cook
and assistants had labored over the hot fire to
serve the Fitzhugh family using produce
grown in the garden behind the building, and
near to where the Baptist woman had been
bound and beaten—to ask Gayle to desegregate the schools. Gayle refused. Stafford
County did not begin to desegregate until
1960, six years after the Supreme Court ruled
in Brown v. Board of Education that “separate
but equal” was unconstitutional (Bradley
2002). Soon after the schools began to integrate, Pratt sold the property, forcing Gayle to
leave the hilltop. Sherwood Forest became a
family farm under the Greenlaw family in the
late 20th century.

Conclusions
During the antebellum occupation of
Sherwood Forest, the natural landscape was
used and modified to convey power and hierarchy, and to segregate and racialize. Henry
Fitzhugh purposely chose a hilltop surrounded by square miles of flat land as the site
on which to place his large mansion. Fitzhugh
then structured the landscape around him to
illustrate his own perceived place in the world;
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in the center and at the top. There are clear
encoded messages in the way he made those
he enslaved build and shape the curtilage;
there are distinct “white” and “black” spaces,
as well as liminal “white/black” and “black/
white” spaces within the core of the plantation. The house itself, on top of the hill,
allowed the Fitzhughs to monitor the world
around them; a feature the Union Army also
exploited when Sherwood Forest was chosen
in order to spy on the Confederates across the
river. These messages of power were recognized by the invading forces, even to the point
that one soldier compared Fitzhugh to a feudal
lord; an analogy that was not too far from his
intent and desires.
However, as much as Fitzhugh was manipulating and using the landscape for his own
reasons, those he enslaved, such as Randall
Ward, also used the landscape for their own
ends. The enslaved domestic servants who
lived on the hilltop understood the power of
the landscape and used it against Fitzhugh.
The “Baptist woman” and the young woman
Fitzhugh tried to sexually exploit actively and
publicly resisted him within his own whitedominated space of the curtilage (for which he
publicly punished them). Ward both passively
resisted his enslavement through work slow
downs and actively resisted by using his
knowledge of the white landscapes to lead
others to freedom. The black and white antebellum landscapes at Sherwood Forest tell a
dichotomous story of the tensions between
control and resistance, and ultimately the dissolution of slavery, although not racial and
social segregation.
The Union occupation of Sherwood Forest
altered the landscape in a variety of ways,
including stripping the land of food, trees, and
livestock. Archaeological evidence illustrates
how soldiers filled in a large garden bed that
was used by the enslaved cook and other
domestic servants who lived on the hilltop, literally erasing the utilitarian work yard from
the landscape. Simultaneously, with the
approach of the Union Army, the enslaved
population of Sherwood Forest removed
themselves from the landscape by heading
north. Although slavery was no longer legal in
Virginia after 1863, white owners of the property, most notably T. Benton Gayle, continued
to use the landscape to racialize and segregate

African American tenants into the 20th century.
By combining multiple sources of evidence, including letters, government documents, photographs, oral history, extant landscape features, and archaeological data, a
fuller, more nuanced image of Sherwood
Forest can be seen. Yes, it is a strikingly beautiful place, with the sloping hill, line of trees,
historical buildings, and picturesque landscape. But, it was also a landscape used to
create and reinforce racial and social segregation. In stark juxtaposition, the same resources
that illustrate Fitzhugh’s attempts at social
control also illustrate how those he enslaved
actively worked to undermine this control.
The landscape is featured prominently in
every historical account of Sherwood Forest,
from Union soldiers’ comments on the
romantic nature of the plantation’s orchards to
the horrific beating of an enslaved woman tied
to one of those fruit trees, illustrating the
active and powerful role the landscape played
within the lives of its residents.
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